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Abstract 
The issue of graduate skills development and employability has been discussed widely.  
Three groups in particular have contributed to the discussion: Government, employers and 
Universities/academics.  Many Universities have responded to this debate by developing 
skills development strategies for their degree programmes and seeking to embed the 
development of a wider range of skills into their degree programmes.   
 
However, although attempting to embed the full range of skills that employers look for might 
be desirable, it is also problematic.  Furthermore it is not the only approach to skills 
development.  This paper considers how purposeful extra-curricula schemes can be used to 
address these difficulties.  It is found that in this case significant progress was made because 
of the alignment between the aims of the School and the skills development of the students.  
Both staff and students worked together on a project where the development of additional 
skills in the students was crucial to the overall success of the project.  There was evidence of 
development in the student group across a range of different skills. 
 
Introduction 
The concept of employability and the link between graduate skills development and 
employability have been discussed widely.  Government, employers and academics have 
contributed to this debate.  Universities have increasingly considered the link between 
graduate skills development and employability.  There is evidence that this is having an 
impact on the design and delivery of Undergraduate degree programmes.   
 
This section attempts to put into context the differing Government, employer and academic 
viewpoints concerning skills development among graduates and employability.  Firstly, an 
overview of the concept of employability is presented, recognising that different groups – 
Government, employers and Universities are likely to have differing perspectives.  For the 
purposes of the discussion, these three groups are referred to as the stakeholders.  Secondly, 
the issue of skills development and its link to and contribution to employability is considered.  
Finally skills development in higher education in general is discussed, distinguishing that 
which takes places within the curriculum and that which takes place outside the curriculum 
through student’s extra-curricula involvement.   
 
Employability 
McQuaid and Lindsay (2005) attempt to trace the development of the concept of 
employability and to discuss its role in informing policy.  They consider the definitions 
advanced by differing interested parties.  For example they quote the Confederation of British 
Industry (CBI):  
 
“Employability is the possession by an individual of the qualities and competencies 
required to meet the changing needs of employers and customers and thereby help to 
realise his or her aspirations and potential in work” CBI (1999) p1. 
 
They emphasise that the skills required to be successful in the labour market are changing as 
patterns in the labour market change, demonstrating how employability has evolved and is 
evolving.  This point is underlined by Glazier (2001) which characterises employability as a 
process based on how individuals and others interact in the prevailing labour market. 
 
 
However, while McQuaid and Lindsay recognise the importance of the individual and 
individual behaviour in employability, they also caution against focusing too narrowly on the 
individual arguing that personal circumstances and external factors need to be considered to 
provide a broad rather than a narrow perspective on employability.  
 
Hillage and Pollard (1998) also try to summarise the range of differing views.  In a paper for 
the Department for Education and Employment which reviews the relevant literature, they 
define employability as:  
 
“the capability to gain initial employment, maintain employment and obtain new 
employment if required.”  Hillage and Pollard (1998) p1. 
 
They discuss employability in terms of knowledge, skills and attitudes, how these are 
deployed and presented to employers and the context in which an employee sees work.   
 
Harvey (2001) appears to support a more holistic perspective and cautions against viewing 
employability as a simple metric, although his definition has many similarities to those 
identified above, defining employability as: 
 
“the propensity of the individual student to get employment.” Harvey (2001) p97. 
 
Overall there is a clear consensus that graduate employability is a desirable thing both for the 
graduate and wider society.  While there is acknowledgement of the impact of individual and 
external factors, there appears to be a general consensus that employability is about the 
individual and the extent to which an individual has equipped him or herself to participate in 
the labour market over a period of time. 
 
A further perspective on defining the concept can be provided by looking at the extent to 
which employability can be observed or measured.  One of the issues for all the interested 
groups is that there are difficulties with measuring graduate employability and this makes it 
more difficult to assess the relative success of initiatives to improve graduate employability.   
 
The measure that appears to be receiving most attention within the HE sector is the 
“Destinations of leavers from higher education survey” (DLHE).  This surveys students six 
months after they graduate to determine whether they are employed and the nature of their 
employment.  The survey provides a snapshot at a very early stage in a graduate’s working 
life and therefore just measures the student’s level of success in entering the labour market.  
Thus using Hillage and Pollard’s (1998) definition it measures “the capability to gain initial 
employment” but does not tell us anything about the ability to “maintain employment and 
obtain new employment if required.”   
 
Problems are inevitably encountered in using any survey to measure a complex concept.  
However, this survey does at least give a publicly available and consistently prepared 
summary of the relative levels of early career employability of graduates across the UK. 
 
Skills, Skills Development and Employability 
A common theme in the literature on employability is the extent to which the individual has 
the skills required to participate in a changing labour market.  In the context of graduate 
employability, it seems logical to modify this slightly to place a greater emphasis on the skills 
required to enter the market.  Graduate expectations are not usually restricted to just entering 
the market, most graduates expect to enter at the level of a well paid “graduate level” job 
which has opportunities for progression and development.   As with the concept of 
employability, there is a range of differing, though largely complementary, perspectives 
provided by the stakeholders. 
 
Two significant Government sponsored reports have been very influential on Government 
thinking and policy.  The Dearing Report (NCIHE 1997), emphasised the need for the 
development of four key skills among graduates to enhance employability: communication 
skills, numeracy, the use of information technology and learning how to learn.  Following on 
from Dearing, the Leitch Report, Leitch (2006) recommended amongst other things: 
 
“a rebalancing of the priorities of HE institutions to make available relevant, flexible 
and responsive provision that meets the high skills needs of employers and their staff” 
 
with a focus on economically valuable skills (designed to facilitate mobility in the labour 
market) and demand led skills (which would reflect the needs of employers rather than being 
centrally planned). 
 
Successive QAA Subject Benchmarks have also sought to link the curriculum and skills 
development.  For example the QAA Benchmark Statement for General Business and 
Management states that: 
 
“Business and management degrees are strongly related to practice and therefore there 
should be a strong link between the development of skills and employability of 
graduates.” QAA (2007) p3. 
 
The QAA benchmark statement provides an interesting perspective on the different 
stakeholders.  On the one hand it might be argued that the QAA is a Government led 
regulatory body.  On the other hand the panel that developed the statement was comprised 
almost entirely of academics.  Thus one is left with the question as to whether the QAA 
benchmark reflects the view of Government/regulators or Universities/academics or both.   
 
The views of employers are heavily influenced by their need to recruit regularly new talent 
into their organisations which can then be developed so that they can hold progressively more 
senior positions.   Most large employers have graduate training programmes which then feed 
into management development programmes.  Many large employers recruit graduates 
according to a competency framework which explicitly identifies the level of the skills 
required by graduates.  The competency framework tries to reflect the employer’s experience 
of the skills and attributes required to be successful in that organisation. 
 
Leading on from this there are a number of studies where researchers have undertaken 
surveys or interviews with employers in an attempt to identify which skills employers look 
for when recruiting graduates.  For example Hesketh (2000) p253 identified the following 
nine skills areas, ranked as follows: 
 
 1) Verbal Communication; 
2) Learning; 
3) Written Communication; 
4) Problem Solving; 
5) Teamwork; 
6) Self-Management; 
7) Numeracy; 
8) IT; 
9) Technical 
 
The importance of communication skills was also emphasised by Morgan (1997) who 
conducted a survey of accounting employers to assess the relative importance placed on this 
area by employers of accounting graduates.  Harvey (2000) goes even further emphasising 
that it is personal qualities that employers seek and that while intellect is one of these 
qualities so are things like temperament and personality. 
 
Many universities have sought to identify the level of skills development that they would 
expect to see in their graduates.  The Newcastle University Graduate Skills Framework 
(2007) identifies five sets of inter-related skills and competencies: subject knowledge and 
understanding, cognitive/intellectual skills, self-management, interaction (including 
communication and team-working) and application.  It is worth noting that the framework 
includes skills development that relates to what might be regarded as personal skills as well 
as employability skills.   
 
Skills Development and the Curriculum 
Linking up the sections thus far it becomes reasonable and understandable (though not 
necessarily correct) to argue that if employability and more specifically graduate 
employability is important to the stakeholders in higher education and, if certain skills are 
valued by employers who recruit graduates from higher education, then the curricula of 
degree programmes should always provide for the development of a full range of those skills.   
 
This inference is explicitly stated in the QAA Benchmark Statement for General Business 
and Management: 
 
“Graduates should be able to demonstrate a range of cognitive and intellectual 
skills together with techniques specific to business and management.  Graduates 
should also be able to demonstrate relevant personal and interpersonal skills” QAA 
(2007) p3. 
 
Further examples are given in the statement on the sort of skills development that one would 
expect to see including problem solving, decision making, communication, numeracy, self-
management, team work, self awareness, openness and sensitivity to diversity. 
 
However, it does not necessarily follow that degree programmes provide an effective vehicle 
for developing a wide range of work or employment related skills.  A recurring theme in the 
literature is the difficulty of embedding relevant skills into the curriculum effectively.  Evans 
(2008) discusses the strengths and limitations of different approaches to developing career 
management skills as a part of Undergraduate degree programmes at three new Universities.  
She identifies that in spite of good intentions and recognition of the importance of the 
employability agenda both staff and students are often reluctant to engage with skills 
development modules.   
 
Knight and Yorke (2003) discuss the difficulties of integrating skills into and across the 
curriculum, identifying how key skills are sometimes packaged into separate modules, with 
the result that they become marginalised from the rest of the curriculum.  Atkins (1999) 
provides a critique of the proposition that the employability of graduates can be enhanced by 
the adoption of skills into the undergraduate curriculum.  She argues that the assumptions 
upon which this argument is based are flawed.  She discusses the assumption that:  
 
“we know how these skills and attributes develop and therefore designing them into 
the learning experience of students is unproblematic.”  p276.   
 
She questions this and instead argues that:  
 
“it is likely that many of the gains in confidence and maturity reported by students as 
a consequence of being at university can be attributed to their lives outside the formal 
curriculum as much as their learning experiences within it.” p276. 
 
She goes on to question the benefits of trying to embed skills into the curriculum commenting 
that:  
“this may mean that there is a limit to the extent to which traditional academic skills 
can be effectively used in employment and, conversely, a limit to the extent to which 
the generic process skills of employment can usefully be embedded in the tradition 
curriculum.” p276. 
 
As a result we are left with something of a dilemma.  On the one hand there appears to be 
pressure from Government and employers to see a greater prominence of skills development 
amongst graduates.  On the other hand, academics continually report that while skills 
development is undoubtedly important, it cannot effectively be integrated further into the 
curriculum for a variety of theoretical and practical reasons.  This poses the question as to 
whether skills development is developed more effectively outside the formal curriculum.  In 
this case it would still form part of the wider student experience that University provides but 
the skills development would take place outside the classroom, Cranmer (2006).    
 
Skills Development outside the Curriculum 
Both of the authors work with professional/regulatory bodies and one of the authors has 
worked extensively with and for major employers in connection with graduate recruitment, 
most recently in establishing a joint degree programme.  This experience has highlighted the 
fact that while employers seek graduates who have knowledge and understanding of business 
issues, they also look for a variety of softer skills.  Typically these include: project 
management, team working and communication skills, the ability to learn and apply new 
ideas and the ability to adapt to/cope with change. 
 
A consistent theme arising from the engagement activities that the authors undertake is that 
while employers seek well-rounded individuals with a variety of skills, there is no 
requirement from employers for those skills to have been developed in any particular context.  
Instead the competencies model that major employers tend to use seeks to draw evidence 
about the potential employee from a number of sources.  For example, presentation skills 
might have been developed as part of the degree programme, however they may also have 
been developed equally well through participation in a club or society.  Similarly teamwork 
might have been developed by working in groups on an assessed assignment; alternatively it 
may have been developed by playing for a sports team. 
 
Indeed anecdotal evidence from employers suggests that they have reservations about 
applicants whose skills development is narrowly defined and where the only evidence of 
development comes from within the curriculum.  Instead they tend to express a preference for 
applicants whose skills are practiced and improved across a range of activities as it is these 
applicants who are felt to have a greater ability to cope with change and unfamiliar 
circumstances.  These are seen as important attributes if the graduate is to progress to 
increasingly more senior roles within the organisation and is consistent with Hillage and 
Pollard’s (1998) definition that it is not only about the “the capability to gain initial 
employment” but also the ability to “maintain employment and obtain new employment if 
required.” 
 
Accordingly instances where academics can contribute towards the development of these 
skills outside the classroom are of great potential value to students.  Jackling and MacDowell 
(2008) discuss one way of doing this.  They report on a mentoring scheme where senior 
students were employed to mentor more junior students by helping with the delivery of 
computer based accounting workshops.  They conclude that this is an effective way to 
contribute to the skills development of the more senior students, even though the scheme did 
not form part of the senior student’s formal curriculum.  They also stress the potential wider 
applicability of this approach.   
 
Kuh (1995) discusses the significant role that extra-curricula involvement has in student 
development and how extra-curricula activity can have a formative effect on students’ 
development thereby endorsing the view taken by Atkins (1999).   Indeed the experience of 
one of the authors suggests that employers often gauge the level of graduate applicants’ wider 
skills and personal qualities (e.g. motivation and initiative and how “rounded” the individual 
is as a person) by looking at the level of participation in extra-curricula activity.    
 
Of course students, quite reasonably, often view extra-curricula involvement as something 
they can opt in or out of almost as the mood takes.  Therefore one of the challenges for any 
academic who wishes to promote skills development and employability outside the classroom 
is to develop a purposeful programme which generates a high level of commitment and 
ownership from students.  In other words ensuring a high level of student engagement with 
the scheme is crucial, (Hand and Bryson (2008), Kuh (1995)).  Blackwell, Bowes, Harvey, 
Hesketh and Knight (2001) discuss this principle in the context of work experience and 
education.  They identify the need for work experience to address specifically certain themes 
or characteristics in order for it to contribute effectively to the learning process and, by 
implication, to be taken seriously by the student.  They suggest that six factors are key: 
purposefulness, quality monitoring, accreditation, assessment, keeping a record/portfolio of 
the work experience and reflection/articulation by the student. 
 
Background to this Paper 
A new peer mentoring scheme was piloted at Newcastle University Business School in 
September 2008.  The aims of the scheme were to: 
  
1) ease the assimilation of new International students into university life and thereby 
contribute to high retention and completion rates;  
2) encourage greater engagement between existing students and the School;  
3) provide a platform for skills development for mentors.   
 
While progress was made with the first two of these aims, the most striking outcome was the 
progress made with the third of these aims – the extent of the skills development identified in 
the mentor group.  This prompted the authors to explore this phenomenon as part of the 
evaluation of the scheme. 
 
The mentors were drawn from a cross-section of existing 2nd and 3rd year Business 
Undergraduates with a roughly 50:50 split between UK and International students.  Mentors 
were appointed after a rigorous selection process.  A structured pre-scheme training 
programme was devised to help develop the mentors’ skills and cultural awareness.  
Thereafter timetabled weekly sessions with the mentees took place followed immediately by 
de-brief sessions with the mentors to assess how well the session had gone and to make 
arrangements for the session to take place in the following week. 
 
Mentors participated on a voluntary basis (the scheme was not part of the formal curriculum) 
although the mentors were paid and encouraged to treat the work as paid employment.  The 
decision was taken to pay the mentors for two reasons.  Firstly, it was felt that it would make 
the scheme more attractive and thereby help to ensure good quality applicants.  Secondly, it 
was felt that an employment relationship would help to ensure a greater degree of discipline 
in relation to the mentors’ contributions.  There was a concern that without this the mentors 
might treat the scheme more as a hobby and therefore might only attend sessions as and when 
it suited.  This would have significantly undermined the effectiveness of the scheme.   
 
Research Methods 
Having observed evidence of rapid skills development in the mentor group during the peer 
mentoring sessions, a mentor review session was conducted.  The points raised during the 
discussion were recorded and followed up in a series of 1 to 1 interviews with the mentors.  
The aim of this process was to identify how and why the skills development was taking place.   
 
In line with qualitative data collection and content analysis, most of the questions asked were 
open ended and were designed to capture the views of the mentors.  Where the mentors raised 
relevant or interesting points, the authors were free to “drill down” to investigate further and 
thereby gain greater clarity or understanding of the point that the mentor was making.  
Following the interviews, the authors listened to the tapes several times in an attempt to 
identify what were the common themes emerging.   This investigation formed part of an 
overall evaluation of the scheme.  
 
Analysis of the Data 
The interviews were intended to give detailed data to help understand the skills development 
process that had been observed.  Accordingly, the analysis has been structured around three 
groupings.  Firstly, what were the motivations of the group for participating in the scheme?  
Secondly, what were the skills that the mentors believed they had developed as a result of 
participating?  Finally, why did the mentors seem to engage well with the scheme?  The last 
point was particularly important as it was considered to be a key factor in the overall success 
of the scheme and the extent to which skills development had been observed. 
 
Mentors’ Motivations for Participating in the Scheme 
The motivations for participating in the scheme that were stated by the student mentors fell 
into two main groupings.  Firstly there were motivations that the mentors described as 
personal or for personal gain.  These fell into three main categories in line with the table 
below. 
 
Table 1 - Motivations related to Personal Gain 
 
Motivation Number of Students 
Pay 6* out of 15 
Employability Skills (better CV) 11 out of 15 
General Personal Development 10 out of 15 
 
*of the 6 who mentioned pay – 4 did so as a result of being prompted by the interviewer 
 
Firstly, there was pay.  As explained in the background to the paper, mentors received a 
modest allowance for working an agreed number of hours.  However when pay came up 
during the interviews, preliminary analysis after the first few interviews revealed that it was 
usually the interviewers rather than the mentors who mentioned it (see table above).  At first, 
it was thought that the mentors were simply forgetting to mention the obvious but as the 
interviews progressed it became clear that the pay was not a primary motivation.  
Accordingly, following the first set of interviews, the interviewers agreed not to raise the 
subject of pay unless the students did and as a result only one more student identified it as a 
motivation.   
 
Instead the interviews revealed that it was the structure and organisation of the scheme that 
contributed most to the mentors feeling that they needed to take the scheme seriously.  
Further reflection on what was said during the interviews highlights that it was the carrot of 
engagement and participation, along with a purposeful objective and regular open review of 
progress that proved to be the powerful motivator much more so than the stick of “sacking” 
and consequent loss of income.  Over time this led to an increasingly strong team identity 
amongst the mentors and a greater propensity to reflect on how the scheme was developing 
and to make suggestions for improvement. 
 
However, one of the authors (who was managing the scheme) did feel more confident in 
calling for and encouraging a high level of participation because there was an employment 
element.  Without the payment aspect he may have been less confident in doing so and the 
mentors may have been more reluctant to respond.  Therefore it is probable that payment did 
contribute more to the success of the scheme than the mentors acknowledged.  Even so these 
findings have proved to be an interesting insight into the motivations of the group.  The issue 
of engagement is discussed further below in the section on aspects of the scheme which 
contributed to the mentors engagement and ownership.   
 
While the mentors were reluctant to talk about pay, they were focused on the value of being 
able to put their participation on their CV with 11 of the 15 interviewed raising this as a 
reason for participation.  The following quotes were typical: 
 
“it’s on my CV now – in applications if they say talk about an achievement you’re 
proud of outside academia, I tend to use it” 
 
“help me stand out when applying for a job” 
 
“look really good on CV” 
 
It was clear that the students saw the scheme as an ideal example of how they could 
contribute and develop outside the curriculum. 
 
Nearly as many (10 out of 15) saw it as an opportunity for general personal development 
without specifically linking this development to enhanced employability i.e. personal skills 
rather than employability skills.  Some mentors talked about making themselves a better 
person while others had identified a development need in themselves and thought that the 
scheme would be an opportunity to address that development need.  Several mentors talked 
about their desire to be more confident in social situations when meeting new people as the 
following quote illustrates: 
 
“main driving force was being able to engage in conversation with someone even 
though you didn’t necessarily have anything in common at all, so like being able to 
think of something off the cuff which is genuinely going to start a conversation” 
 
In addition to the motives which the student mentors identified as being for personal gain, the 
mentors also identified a set of motives that were more altruistic in nature which have been 
classified as being for community gain.  In the mentors eyes, community gain was about the 
common good, about helping students to settle in and about sharing their knowledge and 
understanding with others thereby contributing to a sense of student and academic 
community. 
 
Table 2 - Motivations Related to Community Gain 
 
Motivation Number of Students 
Wanting to help others 10 out of 15 
Engaging with/Belonging to the School/University 5 out of 15 
Greater Social Interaction e.g. making new friends  10 out of 15 
 
Interestingly, this set of motivations seemed to be more closely associated with a set of 
common values which were strongly held by both UK and International students.  The 
mentors seemed more comfortable expressing these community motivations than they did 
with the personal motivations.  The authors were left with a sense that the personal 
motivations were derived more from a sense of duty to their own personal development while 
the community motivations were about more deeply help values.   
 
In quantitative terms, 10 of 15 students identified they had been motivated to participate in 
the scheme by a desire to help new International students.  Mentors who were themselves 
International students typically related this desire back to their own experiences of arriving at 
Newcastle for the first time.  These mentors talked about feelings of dislocation and 
powerlessness, almost approaching bewilderment.  They identified how much small details 
could matter to their sense of belonging and assimilation e.g. knowing which bus to take to 
get to campus.  The UK student mentors who expressed this view had usually observed at 
first hand the difficulties faced by an International student, perhaps because they had shared 
accommodation with a new International student. 
 
The following quotes were typical of the sentiments expressed on why the mentors wanted to 
participate in the scheme and what they wanted to achieve: 
 
“satisfaction of seeing people settle in a lot easier, be happier and more confident” 
 
“feeling of belonging – very important for International students” 
 
“feel like a big family here instead of lonely” 
 
Beyond these motivations, mentors also expressed the view that the scheme would enable 
them to engage more with their School and other students.  There was a desire for a greater 
sense of belonging both by identifying more closely with the Business School and the 
University (5 of 15 students) and by widening the mentors’ social circle (10 of 15 students).  
A number of mentors identified that their participation and the training that they had received 
in how to build rapport with new people had made them more confident when dealing with 
new people.  While one could argue whether social confidence is a “skill” as such, but 
confidence in dealing with people and unfamiliar situations is an important skills for 
employers and one that employers do seek to assess during recruitment processes.   
 
Mentor Opinions on the Types of Skills Developed as a Result of Participation 
A significant part of the interviews were spent trying to identify the nature of the skills 
development observed in the mentors.  In each interview the mentors were asked about the 
skills that they thought had improved through their degree programme, and the skills they 
thought had improved through participation in the peer mentoring scheme.  They were also 
asked to reflect on any instances where skills were developed and re-inforced by both.  It was 
apparent that the mentors already had a good level of awareness of relevant skills and the 
need to be able to demonstrate skills development to potential employers.   
 
The table below summarises the mentors’ views about skills developed during the scheme.  
The classification of skills used was heavily influenced by what the mentors said during the 
interviews.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Skill Developed 
 
Developed as Part 
of Curriculum 
Developed 
Through Peer 
Mentoring 
Development 
Re-inforced by 
Both 
Learning Skills – knowledge, 
numeracy, application, 
analysis, reasoning 
 
 
13 (of 15) students 
 
 
 
3 (of 15) students 
   
 
 
2 (of 15) students 
 
Written Communication 5 (of 15) students 
  
0 (of 15) students 0 (of 15) students 
Verbal Communication – 
expressing ideas, 
presentations, spoken English 
 
 
5 (of 15) students 
 
 
 
13 (of 15) students 
 
 
 
1 (of 15) student 
 
Communication – listening 
skills 
 
0 (of 15) students 
 
8 (of 15) students 
 
 
1 (of 15) student 
 
Team Working 8 (of 15) students 
 
12 (of 15) students 
 
2 (of 15) students 
  
Leadership including 
organisation of others 
 
0 (of 15) students 
 
7 (of 15) students 
  
 
0 (of 15) students 
Self-Management – 
organisation, time 
management 
 
 
4 (of 15) students 
  
 
 
8 (of 15) students 
  
 
 
1 (of 15) student 
 
General inter-personal – 
meeting new people, 
establishing a rapport 
 
 
0 (of 15) students 
 
 
14 (of 15) students 
 
 
 
0 (of 15) students 
Cultural Awareness 0 (of 15) students 7 (of 15) students  0 (of 15) students 
 
The results show that the mentors believed their degree programme was important for the 
following skills: 
 
1) Learning skills (87% - 13 of 15); 
2) Team working (53% - 8 of 15); 
3) Written and verbal communication (33% - 5 of 15); 
4) Self management (27% - 4 of 15). 
 
Meanwhile the mentors believed that peer mentoring was important for the following skills: 
 
1) General inter-personal (93% - 14 of 15); 
2) Verbal communication (87% - 13 of 15); 
3) Team working (80% - 12 of 15); 
4) Listening skills (53% - 8 of 15); 
5) Self management (53% - 8 of 15); 
6) Leadership (47% - 7 of 15); 
7) Learning skills (20% - 3 of 15). 
 
Several factors are particularly striking.  Firstly, there is little similarity between the skills 
development attributed to the degree programme and the skills development attributed to peer 
mentoring.  In general, a high or middle level of recognition for a skill group in one context 
corresponds with a low or zero level of recognition in the other, the only significant exception 
being team working.  Secondly, a much wider grouping of skills was attributed to the peer 
mentoring scheme than were attributed to students’ degree programmes.  Surprisingly, only a 
third of the mentors felt that their written communication skills had developed and just over a 
quarter felt that their self management skills had developed as a result of their degree 
programme.  Thirdly, when taken together the degree programme and peer mentoring provide 
a very thorough coverage across a wide range of skills. 
 
In a more limited number of cases mentors identified that the skills they had learnt from the 
degree applied to peer mentoring or vice versa.  For example two of the mentors identified 
that the scheme was a way of applying some of the ideas they had covered in class – a 
practical application of the theory: 
 
“it’s like trying to turn the theories into (practical) ideas” 
 
“it’s like contributing to a small business, seeing it develop and try to grow” 
 
One mentor identified how his listening skills had improved as a result of the scheme because 
he had had to listen more closely to what mentees had said to him.  He had then started to use 
this more in lectures, paying closer attention to what lecturers said: 
 
“ by the end of the lecture I am more aware of what’s gone on and the links between 
things than I would have been last year”  
 
There was no sign that the absence of formal assessment (as would be the case with a taught 
module) resulted mentors not taking the skills development aspect seriously.  Mentors 
generally seemed very aware of softer skills and the importance placed on them by 
employers.  One mentor mentioned that she felt employment would involve a lot of group 
working and therefore participating on the scheme was of particular value to her because it 
had given her the opportunity to develop her team working skills.  Students expressed a view 
that it was nice to get away from the constraints of formal module structures and assessment. 
 
“the academic side is more formal ..... peer mentoring a little bit more relaxed”  
 
Although all of the mentors were enrolled on degree programmes that have significant 
numbers of International students, none of them identified that their cultural awareness had 
improved as a result of their degree programme, even though in many cases the students had 
worked on group assignments with International students.  Where the mentors talked about 
greater cultural awareness it was as a result of either informal contact perhaps in student 
accommodation or as a result of the peer mentoring scheme. 
 
A number of the mentors identified that their confidence (particularly in social situations) had 
grown as a result of participation.   
 
“I am more comfortable about myself when making contact with others” 
 
This contributed to a greater willingness from the mentors to engage with others be they 
fellow mentors, mentees or staff.  This was particularly noticeable amongst the International 
students who were mentors.  For example two international students were asked if they would 
have been nervous about being interviewed by a member of staff 12 months previously to 
which they replied with a resounding “yes”.  When asked if they felt nervous about been 
interviewed on the day they replied with a resounding “no”. 
 
There was a sense during the interviews that the International students saw themselves as a 
distinct group even though have originated from a large number of different countries and 
that an International student might be more willing to seek out another International student 
to ask for advice than they would ask a UK student.  It was also interesting to see 
stereotyping (prejudice even) about UK students dissolving as a result of working together 
with UK students: 
 
“Before I do the scheme I have quite a bad view about British students ......... other 
mentors on the scheme they are very nice, they are very friendly, it has improved my 
impression a lot” (about British students)  
 
Finally, a feeling of engagement with the scheme and ownership of it was seen to be 
important to the development of critical skills and the willingness to share ideas and opinions 
about the operation of the scheme.  This is a key aspect if the group was to learn how to run 
the scheme well: 
 
“yeah I certainly did, I think perhaps I’ve thought about it more because I have felt a 
strong influence over where the project goes because we were so involved”  
 
“with the scheme I’ve learned to be more critical of it and I’d sit at home and think , 
you know, what could I suggest next week, what could I think to put forward as an 
idea” 
 
Aspects of the Scheme that Contributed to the Mentors’ Sense of Engagement and 
Ownership with the Scheme 
A key factor that the authors observed was the high level of participation, ownership and 
engagement of the mentors with the scheme.  At the planning stage it was recognised that this 
was a key factor for the success of the scheme as if the mentors weren’t fully engaged then 
there would be little chance that the mentees would also engage.  Accordingly as identified in 
the background to the paper section above, there was a conscious effort to build in 
mechanisms to promote this. 
 
As events developed it became apparent that in spite a high level of planning and research, 
the scheme as originally envisaged was not engaging the mentees as well as was hoped.  This 
resulted in a fall-off in attendance from around 100 in the first week to around 20 by the time 
of the final session.  Whilst disappointing, this still represents a good level of success.  To 
justify itself, the scheme needed only to make a significant difference to a relatively small 
number of students and a marginal difference to a larger number. 
 
It was during this time that the level of engagement and ownership of the scheme became 
fully apparent.  Following each scheduled session, there was a de-brief session between the 
mentors and staff to identify what had gone well and what hadn’t in the session that had just 
taken place.  The de-brief sessions were led by one of the authors and were designed to be 
open forums for comments and ideas.  The idea was to gain immediate feedback and use this 
to shape the design of future sessions.  It quickly became apparent that the original plan 
needed to be dispensed with and that the content of the next session needed to be decided 
week-by-week as more was learnt about what worked and what didn’t.  The authors were 
impressed with how the mentors approached these sessions and there was lots of value in the 
ideas expressed by the mentors. 
 
It was also apparent that the students were unconcerned if a session planned by a member of 
staff didn’t go down as well as it might.  There was constructive feedback from the mentors 
but there was also a desire to move on and fix whatever might be wrong for next week.  In 
the authors’ experience students can be much less forgiving in a formal module setting, 
especially if the module is new or substantially revised.  In such cases there can be a 
resistance to the introduction of new material or assessment even if the aims of the changes 
are clearly explained and designed to improve the student experience. 
 
This concurs with the views expressed by Bryson and Hand (2007) who suggest that students 
who are engaged with the learning process are more willing to accept the uncertainty and to 
step outside their comfort zone.  In order to capture the essence of these views, a number of 
quotes have been set out below taken from the mentors during the interviews.  These tell the 
story: 
 
“while I’ve been at the University there’s never really been a connection with staff, so 
I never really felt I belonged to the Business School, this year I feel more of a 
connection with the Business School than I have done before” 
 
“at the very start, at the training day, we were given a flip chart and we had to give 
our ideas on the flip chart and they actually used those ideas ...... so straight away we 
could see we had a really big influence” 
  
“with the peer mentoring, every week we’ve been talking, we’ve all got together and 
had discussion, there’s always been staff there and because it’s a two way thing as 
well – you’re learning about it, we’re learning about it and the fact that we’re all like 
doing it together whereas in the lecture environment you’re just being told the 
information” 
 
“you feel like you’ve got a bit of a two way dialogue going on instead of just being 
told”  
 
“in an academic module you feel like the lecturer ...... they have this infinite wealth of 
knowledge and they are imparting a little bit to you but not letting you have too much, 
it’s that kind of atmosphere” 
 
“because you were running ideas past us at the same time as we were running ideas 
past you that worked really well and I think that’s one of the main pluses of it” 
 
“when you feel more responsible for the scheme, you’re more inclined to speak up”  
 
“you feel it is your responsibility to do it well” 
 
“don’t really think it’s a job, I just feel it’s part of my life” 
Discussion and Conclusions 
It is clear that whatever the circumstances, the role of the individual student in skills 
development and employability is crucial.  Universities can contribute to graduate skills 
development in a number of ways.  Where skills development does take place it can 
contribute to graduate employability both at the initial stage of entry into the workforce and, 
later on as the graduate’s career progresses.   
 
This underlines Universities’ central role in this process as academics are well placed to 
contribute both to the debate on graduate skills development and employability but they are 
also in a position to contribute directly through the intermediation role that Universities 
undertake between employers and graduates.  Universities can help match the needs of their 
graduates (in terms of employability) with the needs of employers (in terms of the 
recruitment of employable talent).  This is illustrated in the diagram below.  The influence of 
Universities is represented by the thick black lines showing the influence on skills 
development and on students that exist during a student’s time at University.  These contrast 
with the dotted lines showing the more indirect influence that Government and employers 
have on student perceptions.  Of course the primary responsibility still rests with the student 
(see the thick black two way arrow).  However, it is at the level of skills development and its 
link to and contribution to employability where Universities are best placed to contribute to 
and to help meet and manage the expectations of both employers and students.   
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, there are a number of difficulties in establishing skills development within the 
formal curriculum.  Students tend to focus on the assessment of a module.  Quality assurance 
requirements often mean that staff are required to demonstrate the academic merit of 
assessment first and foremost.  This can mean that skills development is relegated to an 
incidental role.  As a consequence the response from students can be – “why are we doing 
this?” and, “we’re not interested in doing it if it isn’t assessed”.   
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 There is also the problem of simulation.  A degree programme is not the same as the 
workplace and therefore it can be difficult to set up schemes which mirror the work place in 
an attempt to develop work related skills.  Modules are fundamentally designed to assess 
students’ educational development.  Given this over-riding requirement it is difficult to see 
how modules can be expected to be the driver of skills development over a wide range of 
skills unless this over-riding requirement is changed.   
 
However, if skills development is just left to individual students, to develop in an 
unstructured, informal way there is a risk that inertia will result in them not taking up the 
many extra-curricula activities that University has to offer.  As a consequence they will be 
less likely to develop the various skills that the evidence suggests are important to their future 
employability.  Furthermore, in this case both Government and employers will be more likely 
to argue that Universities could and should be doing more to promote skills development. 
 
The findings of this study are that there could be an alternative to the model that sees skills 
development being either formally inside or informally outside the curriculum by looking for 
instances where skills development can take place in a purposeful and structured way outside 
the curriculum.   One way of doing this is through a work placement with an external 
employer.  Another way could be for a Business School to offer a similar experience through 
a series of purposeful and structured schemes.  The experience with this study suggests that 
the following two factors are key in implementing such schemes: 
 
Firstly, the scheme needs to be clearly defined and structured, aligning the interests of the 
students in terms of skills development and employability with those of the School in terms 
of projects to improve the overall student experience.   
 
Secondly, the scheme needs to have built-in mechanisms which actively promote engagement 
of students with the scheme, specifically where the student input makes a big difference to 
the perceived success or failure of the scheme. 
 
This will help to ensure that participation has value both for the students and the academics 
who participate.  Where such schemes are established there is potential to enable students to 
develop a range of skills which will help enhance their employability.  Such schemes could 
therefore form an additional approach to skills development, thereby complementing existing 
approaches and helping to broaden the range of skills developed. 
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